Influence of partial suckling of crossbred dairy cows on milk offtake and calf growth in the Ethiopian highlands.
The effects of implementing a restricted suckling regime with crossbred dairy cows have been examined in the Ethiopian highlands. Calves were allowed to suckle their dams for two minutes before each milking until weaning and this system was compared with the common practice of rearing by bucket feeding. Restricted suckling significantly increased calf growth rate to weaning, from 0.31 to 0.53 kg/d (P less than 0.01). No differences in calf growth post-weaning occurred, so that the 20 kg difference in liveweight that had been achieved by the restricted suckled calves by the time of weaning persisted until the calves were nine months old, when observations ceased. Total milk offtake was not significantly affected by treatment, although that obtained from the partially-suckled animals over their whole lactation exceeded that from the other treatment by 15%. Partial suckling delayed return to oestrus post partum but this was offset to some degree by fewer services per conception, hence calving interval was not significantly increased. Voluntary feed consumption was similarly unaffected and it is concluded that restricted suckling offers tangible advantages for adoption by smallholders using crossbred cows in dairy production systems.